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(upbeat music)

- Point spreads, prop bets, parlays,

these days you can make a wager on just about anything
right from your phone.

And advertising for gambling companies is everywhere,
but what are the implications of online sports betting,
especially for college students,

many of whom aren't legally allowed to bet?

Hello and welcome to "The On-Ramp,"

an ongoing series that highlights thought leadership
from Suffolk University in downtown Boston.

My name is Vasylina Kazakova,

and today, I'll be speaking with marketing professors
Jane Zhu and Mujde Yuksel.

They're part of a team of business school faculty
that was given a grant

by the Massachusetts Gaming Commission, or MGC,

to study how advertising for online sports betting
influences college students.

Professor Zhu, Professor Yuksel,

thank you so much for being here.

— Thank you.

— Thank you for having us.

- So to start off, tell us about the study

and what were you researching?

- 0Of course, Vas.

The study is really focused on better understanding
the social health and the educational impact

on college students in Massachusetts

from the impact of sports betting advertising.

Of course, we need to relate to sports betting itself,
but mostly on sports betting advertising.

So the purpose of the study is threefold.

We wanted to understand what has been the experience
for college students to engage in sports betting

and how the sports betting advertising

actually influences their journey in their experience.

And the second is to really raise the community awareness

of this really rising issue.

The third aspect is trying to see

whether we can influence

or inform the policy regulation intervention
to really give more thoughts and protection
to the college-age population.

- Awesome.

And what are the rates of sports betting
among Massachusetts college students?

- That's a great question.

Indeed, the answer is quite a range
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based on a more recent study in year 2025.

One study shows, run by University of Chicago,

that close to 65 to 70% of students

already had experience.

They put bets already, but by more general population,
let's say in general adult population in Massachusetts,
the number is around the 30%,

and you can see the contrast.

Our own study, which is run last year

on our Suffolk campus

about most of the students in the survey

were second-year students,

the answer is around 25%.

So it's a range.

Depends on who participated in the study,

what the percentage is.

But you can definitely tell the college students
really accounts for a big percentage

of bettors on the market.

— It has to be 21 to legally bet.

And like you mentioned,

most of the students were second-year students,

which is usually like 19, 20, so not 21.

So how are students able to bypass these restrictions
to get to online platforms?

- Well, there are a couple different ways actually.

I mean, the obvious one is basically

they use someone else's account

to place bets on sports.

But there are also a couple illegal service providers
as well.

I mean, I say illegal,

but some of them are also regulating

within the gray area of regulation,

so not regulating, operating within that area.

So for instance, there are service providers

that put their servers outside of the US

so that they are not regulated

by any jurisdiction within the US.

But there are also service providers

that call themselves like social sports betting

or sweepstakes.

So you don't put money in that,

but there are options that you can use

that platform's cash, let's say.

And we have heard anecdotal evidence

of participating in these specific service providers
that are actually quite popular among college students.
— One thing to add is very often

we assume 21 should be the legal age to bet.
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Indeed, in different states,

the minimum age 1is not the same.

For example, just across the borderline

of the state line, right to New Hampshire,

the legal age is 18.

So the regulation currently is state by state.
Sometimes you know students, you know,

let's say study in Massachusetts,

going back home to New Hampshire or back and forth,
they may be in the age range, 18 to 21,

they may feel like they are legal in New Hampshire
but become illegal in Massachusetts.

So there is a lot of confusion actually

on the market as well.

- Right, and speaking of that,

what policy implications or solutions

does your study target?

— Our goal here is not to ban sports betting,

but with its popularity and its sudden increase,
there are some regulatory gaps.

And before it becomes like the mainstream culture
within the sports environment,

we believe that there should be regulations,
especially around advertising and targeting

and content and placements.

So we have been discussing these,

but of course, again,

we will see like what the research tells us at the end.
- Right, no, I think that's really great actually

because I think like banning it as a whole is not really...

but like choosing the target audience

for these advertisements.

I think that's the most important part

because advertising specialists,

they know what they're doing,

so you just have to really target the right group.
And as I mentioned earlier,

you work with the MGC.

How closely do you work with them?

- Yes, I actually work very close with them.
Believe it or not,

there's a monthly meeting between us and them.

So we report what has been done,

what kind of help we probably need from them
through our research process.

And sometimes the regulation landscape changes over time
within, especially in the last one, two years.

So we wanna hear from them what are the new focus,
what do they care about?

And in terms of our activities,
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we have been inviting, for example,

the research director of MGC

as well as the chairperson

of the Mass Gaming Commission to our campus

to attend our April meeting,

the full member meeting

of our something called community research team.
This is a collection of 27 different students

from different campuses there.

Some are from state university,

some are from private universities,

some are from community college, university.

So the commissioners and the research director

from MGC join the team,

listen to their research agenda.

So I wanna say the collaboration's very close.
Another anecdotal story here is just next week

they gonna join our Marketing 499

Consumer Insights and Decision-Making class

to hear teams report on how marketing campaign

can be designed to prevent sports betting,

you know, addiction issues,

the need for prevention.

So I would say it's a very close collaboration.

— That's amazing.

That's really good that you have their support

and their input.

I think it's really helpful for a study like this.
And you just mentioned the students are also involved
in this research quite a lot actually.

How so?

- Do you want me to explain?

- Yeah, go ahead.

- So what is different from this research, you know,
how this research different from the other research work
is we want the student community

to be in the driving seat

and we help them to understand the industry challenges,
the impact on their own community.

So they own this piece of work, right?

So what we do is to first recruit students

to form this diverse community research team.

Then we provide info sessions,

let them know what is sports betting.

Many of them actually don't have the background yet.
Right?

What is sports betting?

What is the advertising involved in sports betting
and what is the current regulation

relate to sports betting advertising
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and how advocacy groups for communities,

student community or addiction community,

has been working.

Is there any prevention tools available out there already?
So they need to be informed first.

Then we ask them to come up

with what they care the most list, right?

The list of questions they wanted to answer

through this study that's in year one.

Then now we're moving into year two.

So they are the one collecting the data

from their peer fellows like, okay,

my roommates or somebody I know in my age group

had a gambling experience,

to let them be the person to collect those data,

conduct those interviews,

do those observation during, let's say,

the Super Bowl game party.

So they are the one really have the firsthand data,
which is very different from our traditional research work
where professors will be way more efficient,

get the work done within, let's say,

eight months, one year.

But we need to have the first year to train students
know how to do the research work, robust work.

Then the second year they get out,

go out to gather data.

But in the end, all the recommendations for policy change,
those different implementation structure...

I mean recommendations were coming from the student too.
So that's why it's called a community-based research.

- No, that's awesome.

And how do students feel about participating

in a study like this?

— How do you think?

- 0Oh, I mean they have been very actually involved

and engaged throughout this process.

0f course, like they have questions

that come along the way.

They have challenges to recruit others

to do these interviews.

But overall they have been very interested,

especially when we had that year-end meeting for instance,
that's where they voiced their issues.

So they look at this as an issue for their generation.
So that actually gives them a little more

psychological ownership of the work that they are doing.
- That's amazing.

That's really amazing.

But is it standard to use students in a study like this?
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- Not necessarily.

Like it is usually, again,

like we provide the survey structure

or we collect the data.

But as Jane mentioned,

it is in this specific research,

the issue at hand affects them the most.

So giving them the driver's seat

is the right thing to do.

— Absolutely. Absolutely.

And what are the key findings up to this point

of your study?

- Yeah, I mean in the first year, again,

as Jane mentioned,

we came together with the students,

us and people from MGC as well.

And the students there looking at everything

we have discussed,

we had, you know, focus groups,

different teams discussing certain aspects,

and then they reflected on all the sessions

that we have held together.

And there were four areas

that they wanted to focus on specifically.

And of course, like the first one is the aggressive
and targeted advertising

that is practiced by sports betting service providers.
And then they also want to focus

on the education and empowerment of the students
because that has a prevention focus

that they feel like they can make an impact,

they can make a difference.

And the third one based off of that is actually
what they can make a difference in

is the youth vulnerability.

So they want to address that

because they feel like currently they are vulnerable
to the offerings of what sports betting has to give to them.
And finally, they also want

to address the gaps in regulation.

So if they identify certain gaps,

we will let them to come up with solutions.

So we are looking forward to all these topics

and how they will come up with solutions,

how they will come up with their findings

and bring everything together

at the end of this year hopefully.

- Yeah.

— One thing to add is, which also we find very interesting
in our Suffolk University-based survey
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done last academic year,

we ask the question,

who should be responsible for protecting

the vulnerable student population

in potential sports betting addiction

or risk behaviors?

The answer is student themselves rank the number one
as most responsible body for preventing risk behaviors.
Then after that we can see government part,

you know, regulation.

Then after that is the sports betting platform.
Those sportsbook companies.

So really they think they should be responsible
for their own choice.

Then that really raised the question,

how can we better empower them

if they are not financially literate?

If they don't know the gimmicks

in sports betting advertising,

that limits their capability to protect themselves.
Right?

So we need to empower them.

That's why we say we're very pleased to see,

they realize that in this community research group
and they say education,

you know, how to empower the student bodies.

Very important research topic.

- No, I think it's definitely an amazing opportunity
for students to kind of go on this journey

from being vulnerable to powerful.

And I think also education is the greatest weapon
against anything that kind of makes you a target

in any sense.

So I think this is really amazing

and it sounds like you guys have actually achieved
a lot of things.

- Yeah, we definitely are pleased with the progress
and the end of the day,

we don't think like sports betting is evil,

we don't have that kind of intention to make.

We see really sports betting

is some kind of a modern-day entertainment,

but it definitely has very strong risk

in terms of gambling risk.

So it's how can we contain the players

in the so-called positive play zone,

let them enjoy the entertainment part

but not, you know, slip into the risk play

or problem play.

Right?
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Where can we set the protection,

you know, on the sports betting

and prevent deceptive advertising on them?

We have so many creativity going on,

like a very innovative,

if we study that sports betting advertising,

how to entice the especially first-timers

like that "five get 200 free" or 500

or even 2,000 previously reported.

But a lot of them have a lot of fine print.
Different conditions

and most the students don't really have the literacy.
I think regulation's needed,

student education's needed,

but how to do that,

it will come out of the research finding.

- Yeah, no, absolutely.

I think everything is good in moderation

and everything is good and fair also to the students
and any participant really

when they're fully informed about what's going on
and what they're getting into.

So I think absolutely these are really great findings
and I'm wondering what will your next steps be
with the study?

— Well, our next steps are actually

like currently our students are conducting

their interviews with peers.

So upon those interviews, of course,

like there is one of the most major sports events
upcoming in the new year, the Super Bowl.

So we want them to keep a journal

coming towards to the Super Bowl,

like what kind of advertising they are being exposed to.
I mean literally, if we think around that,

nobody under 21 should be exposed

to sports betting advertising.

But again, there are,

if you think around like social media for instance,
there are such big loopholes around there

because when it's organic, it's not regulated

or when someone shares,

the disclaimers are not shared

along with the advertisements.

So what they see, what they observe,

their observations throughout the week

leading up to the Super Bowl,

but also when they are watching the Super Bowl

in a social setting,

what kind of conversations are going on
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around sports betting

or what do they see on the broadcast

about sports betting,

the broadcasters, the commentators,

the advertising during the Super Bowl.

0f course everyone's eyes will be on that.

But it is really that timeframe that we want to capture.
What are their experiences

around sports betting advertising.

- No, definitely it's an incredible topic

and I wish you the best of luck going forward.
So Professor Zhu, Professor Yuksel,

thank you so much for joining me here today.

- Thank you for having us.

- And thank you.

We'll see you next time on "The On-Ramp."
(upbeat music)



